The design of online learning courses offered in a teacher education program and with post-graduate degrees in education, varies greatly by course focus, instructor experience, and availability of suitable and accessible platform software. Many online course instructors include asynchronous topic-based discussions in their course expectations for students. However, it is an ongoing discussion among the online professorship as to ways they might encourage increased depth and thoughtful contributions to the online community's learning by engaging in threaded online discussions. This paper provides an overview of a model for online learning, as derived from recent research, and proposes a framework for examining two aspects of online discussion threads that may be posted by student participants. First, a framework is provided that might be given to online student participants to guide their contributions to the discussions. Second, a list of possible contents of online discussions is presented, and suggestions are made for how the online professorship might use this list of possibilities to guide peer and self-evaluation of online contributions.
Introduction
Increasingly, schools and universities are offering courses through online options (Siemans, 2006) . Many online courses include elements of interaction among participants through threaded discussions around a topic that is identified by the instructor, or through topics of interest identified by the course participants (Maynes & Hatt, 2013) . Since course instructors expect this interaction among online course participants to provide evidence of each participant's engagement with the course topics, they need to be able to evaluate the frequency and quality of the online discussions for their courses. While determining frequency of posts to an online discussion is a simple matter of counting, determining the quality of these posts is a much more complex instructional task, requiring clear conceptions of the possibilities on the part of the instructor, and clear communication of these possibilities to the online course participants. The model and frameworks that are included in this paper provide references and guidance to help online professors plan and execute careful and constructive evaluation of the quality of online posts in threaded discussions.
Literature Review

Social Constructivist Pedagogy
Modern educational pedagogy promotes a collaborative approach to learning (Freire, 1990 (Freire, , 1994 Hardwick, 2000; Jeffries, 2003; McConnell, 2000; Senior, 2010) . This is equally true of learning that takes place online (Maynes & Hatt, 2013) . In fact, online course instructors stress the importance of maintaining their philosophy of instruction and working toward adapting the capacities of online environments, so that they provide the convenience of online approaches with the strengths of face-to-face venues for learning. In a well-structured online environment, instructors can ensure that they have provided for learning that happens in ways that support social constructivism (Piaget, 1950; Vygotsky, 1978) .
In the post-secondary social constructivist context, the professor is a facilitator of student knowledge and guides students through the course in a learner-centered manner (Boyd, 2006; Fox, 2005; Jeffries, 2003; McConnell, 2000) . However, in a professor-student relationship, there is generally the pre-conceived notion that the professor is more knowledgeable than the student, and that it is the educator's responsibility to convey knowledge to the student (Fairclough, 2001 ).
This scenario can create an imbalance in power between the professor and the student (McConnell, 2000) , where information flows in one direction, from teacher to learner. However, through thoughtful management of threaded discussions in an online environment, professors can ensure that the social constructivist nature of student-to-student and student-to-professor exchanges maintain both tone and depth of thought to support constructivism. To achieve this goal, the professor needs a conception of the possibilities that outline qualities that should be present in deep thinking in an online environment.
From Constructivist to Connectivist
An online learning environment can redefine the relationship between the professor and the students, creating a new kind of learnership that demands new pedagogical skills and conceptions among the online professorship. Due to rapidly changing technology, and easier access to knowledge through the Internet, there have been changes to traditional educational pedagogies (Siemens, 2006) . In this evolving approach, constructivist beliefs and technological capabilities come together to provide opportunities for connections among students, and between the students and their professor that are unlike any previous academic interactions. This approach is being referred to as a connectivist approach. To support and maintain connectivist interaction in the discussions that take place online, professors and their students would benefit from clear conceptions about how to engage in self, peer, and professor evaluations of the quality of their contributions to online threads.
Recent pedagogy, in the area of distance education, promotes a connectivist approach, where students interact through networks and social media (Anderson & Dron, 2011; Connolly, 2007; McConnell, 2000) . In a connectivist approach, the emphasis is on finding sources to access information, as opposed to memorization of content (Anderson & Dron, 2011) . Educators and students collaborate, and learning ebbs and flows among all parties engaged in the online environment (Siemens, 2006; McConnell, 2000) , creating a more open learning society (Fox, 2005; Gibbons, 2000) . In a connectivist learning environment, the professor and the students learn together. However, this type of connectivist learning can only happen when all participants in threaded discussions have a clear and commonly understood conception of how to assess the quality of online contributions.
Social constructivist pedagogy in an online environment (Jeffries, 2003; McConnell, 2000; Walton, 2000) can be achieved through both asynchronous and synchronous interactions between students and professors. The use of blackboard and/or email (Anderson & Dron, 2011; McConnell, 2000) provides a social medium where educators can facilitate learning, rather than deliver it, by actively engaging learners. While such interaction creates connectivist possibilities, it also creates unique challenges. Because of changes in pedagogy toward more student-centered learning, and changes in technology toward more online opportunities, the educator's role is also changing (Senior, 2010) . Educators cannot expect to simply transfer content and/or pedagogical practices from face-to-face courses, into an online learning environment without re-organizing the course material and re-structuring course delivery (Connolly, Jones, & Jones, 2007; Garrison, Cleveland-Innes, & Fung, 2004; Jeffries, 2003) , or without a clear idea, clearly communicated to students, about the nature of valuable contributions to threaded discussions. By restructuring materials and delivery, a connectivist environment might be achieved. It may be challenging for many professors who are new to the online course delivery environment to adapt their practices to teach effectively. Online requirements may seem counter-intuitive to traditional face-to-face beliefs about relationships with students and the social aspects of learning, when combined with the limitations and opportunities presented by the available technology.
It is important for educators to develop a relationship with their students to provide optimal learning experiences in any learning environment. This is a bigger challenge for professors in the online learning format, as there is generally little or no face-to-face interaction.
Therefore, a professor must rely upon language as the medium to convey the message (Garrison, 2004; McConnell, 2000; Harris, 1970) . For the most part, the discourse between the professor and the student will be through the written word, which according to Plato "cannot be defended when misunderstood" (Freire, 1990) . Therefore, it is imperative that the professor is clear and coherent through the written word to avoid any misinterpretations, or misunderstanding, on the part of the student (Fairclough, 2001 ). In addition, the written word is absent of physical gestures, and pedagogical glances that help develop an educator-student relationship (Saevi, 2011; Hatt, 2005; Garrison, 2004; McConnell, 2000; Ryan, 1972) . Some authors believe that, through language, the professor and the student can experience a more equalized balance of power (Fox, 2005) , but other authors believe that dialogue does not create equality; instead it creates a feeling of Other (Saevi, 2011; Hatt, 2005; Carter & Rukholm, 2002; Fairclough, 2001; McConnell, 2000; Freire, 1992) .
Written communication is essential in an online learning environment. It is through dialogue, which is mainly in written form in online courses, that the teacher-student relationship is developed, trust is established (Freire, 1990) , and knowledge is shared (Boyd, MacNeill, & Sullivan, 2006) . While few studies have looked at the effect of such collaborative pedagogy on post-secondary students (Shoffner, 2009; Hardwick, 2000) , some studies have shown the unique advantages of online learning in other course contexts. Well-managed online dialogue provides an increased feeling of community (Carter, 2008; McConnell, 2000) , opportunities for students to improve written skills (Carter, 2008) , increased time to respond, more equality among genders, no interruptions, and a permanent record of responses (McConnell, 2000) . Through online courses, students also experience increased confidence in their writing abilities, and become more comfortable with the online learning environment (Carter, 2002) .
Effective written communication assists in the creation of a community of learnership that is essential in an online learning environment. Our society is made up of naturally forming communities of practice (Fox, 2005 , Bruffee, 1973 , and the online learning environment is no exception. Pedagogy, language, and technology all combine to create communities of learnership (Garrison, 2004) . A community of learnership is foundational to connectivist learning.
The drop-out rates in online learning are higher than in face-to-face environments, primarily because of the physical separation of participants (Senior, 2010) . However, it may be that this trend can be reversed by closely examining the professor's role, as facilitator and organizer, in the creation of a community of learnership where students can feel a sense of belonging (Connolly, 2007; McConnell, 2000; Bruffee, 1973) . By creating a learnership environment where expectations are clear, interactive comfort is mediated, and diverse ways of learning and interests are supported, the professor can facilitate learning, thereby encouraging students to take responsibility for their own learning (Garrison, 2004; Jeffries, 2003; McConnell, 2000) ; interact successfully with other course participants (Mashhour & Saleh, 2010) ; and, create a community of learnership (Connolly, 2007) that meets their learning needs. Such a community has the potential to engender a commitment to collaborative pedagogy that can be negotiated and supported effectively through the online dialogue between professor and students, and among students.
What is abundantly clear from previous research is that the quality of threaded online discussions matters to the quality of the online course. This paper provides a framework to help the online professorship analyze the quality of discussion contributions made by their students.
Threading to Keep Online Discussions Sharp
Recent research into the need for high quality online discussions among course participants (Maynes & Hatt, 2013) has resulted in the development of a visual model for online learning. This model displays the progression of threaded discussions in an online environment, moving from an initial social presence online toward deeper contribution to self-and peerlearning in a community of learnership. The model is included here as Figure 1 . The details of the model are explained in the previous research.
Figure 1: Model for Online Course Delivery
However, for many online professors, it can be challenging to find ways to communicate clear expectations to students about how to contribute to discussions effectively. When these online discussions occur among course participants in a way intended to build on previous comments, online learners refer to these contributions as threads. This paper provides two frameworks for the following applications: 1) to show students the possible ways they can respond to threaded discussions (i.e., to help online students self-evaluate their discussion contributions); and 2) to identify a range of content foci that may be central to the development of an individual's contribution to a threaded discussion (i.e., to help professors evaluate the quality of each student's online contributions). Together, these two frameworks can help professors understand how to develop criteria for examining and improving the quality of threaded discussions in their courses. When range and quality characteristics are clear to the professor, they can then be made clear to students. In public school contexts, such clarity of expectations is referred to as success criteria.
Responding to Threaded Discussions Online
In an online learning environment, the threaded discussions among the students and between the students and the professor, can have three main purposes. These may include: social interaction that shows presence online, attempts to influence the cognitive understanding of concepts, and efforts to teach others and construct new understanding in a community of learnership. As shown in Figure 1 , a well-managed online course should help students move across these three purposes as the course progresses. We contend that this movement is most likely to happen if course participants are aware from the outset that such movement is expected of them. By providing students with the online learning model (Figure 1 ) at the outset of the course, and by engaging students in a discussion about expectations that their contributions should evolve in quality as the course progresses, professors are most likely to ensure this outcome.
Similarly, course participants should understand that there are predicable sets of ways that they can respond to other participants in a threaded discussion. These parallel the growth of discussion quality as shown in Figure 1 . As a social presence, online threads could support another writer, give credit for an idea, or attend to logistical details such as forming working groups. These are all ways to recognize group members by including them socially. Cognitive • solving problems (SP)
• requesting information (RI)
• requesting examples and exemplars (RE)
• seeking experience among participants (SE)
• making "expert" contacts (within or outside the course group) (MEC)
• reusing resources and previous knowledge (RR)
• coaching others (CO)
• acquiring resources (AR)
• making conceptual connections (MCC)
• building a sense of community through cognition (BCC)
• building a sense of community through social engagement (BCSE)
• testing the validity of new ideas (TVNI)
• coordination of efforts and ideas (CEI)
• creating synergy and interest in new directions (CS)
• linking theory and practice (LTP)
• creating other ways of displaying understanding (e.g., visual models) (WDK)
• discussing developments (DD)
• creating records and summaries (CRS)
• documentation and referencing (DR)
• collaborating (C)
• clarifying personal understanding (CPU)
• making connections to previous learning (MCPL)
• making connections to other's ideas (MCOI)
• making social and personal connections (MSPC)
• expanding personal and professional skills (EPPS)
• clarifying criteria (CC)
• bridging between criteria and success criteria (BCSC)
• mapping personal and group knowledge (MPGK)
• identifying gaps in knowledge (IGK)
• making plans to address gaps in knowledge (MPAG)
• seeking mentors (SM)
• seeking online friends (SOF)
Using the organizer provided in Figure 2 , these online thread characteristics can be related to each of the three types of online contributions. Appendix A connects these characteristics with each of the types of contributions.
It is likely that a single post will include many of the elements of online interaction that are identified in this list. By being able to code the types of interactions that are typical for each participant, professors can build their own understanding of how each student is progressing along the continuum of social, to cognitive, and community of learnership interaction as a course progresses.
Self -Peer and Professorial Evaluation of Online Threaded Discussions
If the online student does not understand the criteria that professors want to characterize their course discussions, they are unlikely to achieve any consistent success in attaining high quality interaction. In order to have threaded discussions contribute to building a community of learnership in an online environment, everyone involved in the community needs to know what
is expected and what evidence will be used to examine each participant's contribution to achieving that goal.
To help students understand the value of effective online threads, they will need to understand that they are likely to evolve through the predictable stages of online interaction as shown in Figure 1 (i.e., social presence, cognitive presence, teaching/community of learners presence). Additionally, they should have opportunities to evaluate their own contributions to online discussions. The framework provided in Figure 2 would help students consider various contributions to online discussions as contributions to the goal of creating a community of learnership. Similarly, course participants can be taught to self-evaluate their threads for specific content, using the codes for threaded characteristics provided in the previous section of this paper. Both of these practices will help course participants understand and appreciate the quality of threads that will be the best contributors to building the community of learnership. Appendix B shows a self-evaluation or instructor friendly form that might be used to guide this evaluation of the discussion threads.
No doubt as we develop our expertise with online learning at the undergraduate and graduate levels, professors will expand on this model and on these characteristics to help all online instructors become even more effective with managing threaded discussions to support effective learning. 
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